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SUMMARY:
Fourteen of Apodemus speciosus (large Japanese field mouse) were captured near the place where one of the patients with spotted fever group rickettsiosis had been infected, in Takaoka town, Miyazaki Prefecture . In the town, four human cases were reported.
All of the mice had antibodies against Rickettsia japonica and R. montana. The incedence of the antibody was significantly higher in Apodemus mice in the area than in those from nonendemic area.
Spotted fever group (SFG) rickettsiosis was recently found to be present in Japan. The causative rickettsia was isolated from human patients in Shikoku (1). The incidence of the antibodies against the rickettsia in dogs from the endemic areas was significantly higher than that from nonendemic areas (2).
Epidemiological observation revealed that the patients became infected by tick bites during occupational or recreational activities in fields or forests (3) . Thus, it is difficult to implicate dogs as the main vertebrate reservoir of the disease. Some rodent species are known to be important natural hosts of SFG rickettsia world wide. In Japan, a major rodent species of the fauna in fields and forests of epidemic areas is Apodemus speciosus. In Miyazaki Prefecture, seven human cases infected with SFG rickettsia have been reported, four of which were from Takaoka town. In this study, an attempt was made to test the presence of the antibody against SFG rickettsia in Apodemus speciosus found in an endemic focus and to compare it with that from a nonendemic area. In May 1989, 14 Apodemus mice were captured in a bush near the place where one of patients had become infected with SFG rickettsia while 18
Apodemus mice were collected in Yamakita town of Kanagawa Prefecture, where no human SFG rickettsia infection had been recorded. The sera obtained from Apodemus mice were examined by the indirect fluorescent antibody (IFA) test described previously (2) . Fluorescein-isothiocyanate conjugated anti rat IgG goat serum (Cappel) was employed. The antibody titers higher than 10 were considered as positive. All Apodemus mice captured in Takaoka town and four out of 18 from Yamakita town were found to be antiboody positive against R. japonica and R. montana (Table I ). The incidence of the antibody in the endemic focus was significantly higher than that in the nonendemic area (p<0.01) and there was a significant difference between the antibody titers of positive sera from the two areas (R. japonica: p <0.01, R. montana: p <0.05). Furthermore, the antibody titers of sera against R. japonica from the endemic focus were significantly higher than those against R . montana (p<0.01). Even in the nonendemic area, some Apodemus mice were found to have antibody against SFG rickettsia. R. montana which is a nonpathogenic rickettsia for human beings was isolated from ticks and rodents in the United States (4). Thus, nonpathogenic rickettsia may also be maintained by Apodemus mice in nonendemic areas in Japan.
In Takaoka town, four people became infected either during occupational activities in forests or during recreational activities in fields. The incidence of Since the antibody titers of the mice against R. japonica were significantly higher than against R . montana, the rickettsia that infected those mice was thought to be closely related to R . japonica isolated from a human patient.
In addition, an SPG rickettsia antigenically similar to R. japonica has been isolated from one of the 14 Apodemus mice captured in Takaoka town (S. Yamamoto and C . Morita, unpublished data). Apodemus speciosus is likely to be an important vertebrate host for SFG rickettsia in Japan.
